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PUBLIC AND PRIVATE LIVES:
WOMEN IN ST. PETERSBURG AT THE TURN
OF THE CENTURY
by Ellen Babb and Milly St. Julien

An American woman living at the turn of the century was frequently depicted as a portrait of a
middle-class housewife and mother, frozen at the doorstep of her home. Her place was the
familial domicile where she posed as the loving, supportive companion to her more worldly
husband and as the nurturing, educating mother responsible for the proper upbringing of her
offspring. The “lady of leisure” rarely worked outside the home, but devoted herself to domestic
duties, including the imparting of essential values of discipline, hard work, and sobriety to her
children. This training was necessary for the successful integration of these future citizens into
the free enterprise system.1 The inference that these women, isolated within their private
domains, were passive participants in the economic process who sat on the sidelines of
community affairs, veils us from a more accurate and three dimensional view of these women of
the late Victorian age.
Women of all ages and economic groups exhibited a wide range of lifestyles and
socio-economic activity. Some women chose career and public recognition over marriage and
motherhood. Often, married women, dedicated to the cherished ideal of domesticity, consciously
limited family size and worked within family businesses and their homes to bring in additional
income. Widows, single women, and married women from the lower classes worked of necessity
to meet their basic needs.
Many women sought to enlarge their sphere of influence beyond the home. In both rural and
urban areas, these women involved themselves with church and civic activities in an effort to
improve the quality of life within the community. Some campaigned vigorously for the
eradication of all forms of social ills; local branches of national women's organizations were
formed to deal with such timely issues as temperance, education and reform politics.
Clearly, a diversity of characteristics identified the turn of the century woman, and no one
stroke of the brush can accurately represent, as a still life, the experiences of women of this era.
An examination of the history of St. Petersburg, Florida, in 1900, by reviewing general patterns
and individual deviations, illustrates the dichotomy between the common perception and the
realistic interpretation of the role of women at this time. Who were the women who came to live
in what was then a rather isolated outpost at the end of the Orange Belt Railway? Where did they
come from and how did they live? And how closely did they measure up to the Victorian ideal?
While the majority of its female residents listed Florida or other areas of the South as their
place of birth in 1900, St. Petersburg with a total population of 1,575 contained a sizeable
number of women who were either foreign-born or transplanted Northerners. Many winter
visitors, attracted by the mild climate and excellent business opportunities, remained and became
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Advertising of the late Victorian age inaccurately portrayed women as physically weak,
their only strength being in their roles as housewives and mothers.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.
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This early photo shows the primitive conditions which greeted newcomers and visitors to St.
Petersburg around the turn of the century.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

ents. A Wisconsin native, Mrs. Annie Wood and her husband, Frank A. Wood, visited St.
Petersburg a number of times before finally moving there from Michigan in 1904. Mrs. Wood
was a member of the Woman’s Town Improvement AssoFLDWLRQ DORFDOZRPDQ¶VRUJDQL]DWLRn
GHGLFDWHG WR WRZQ EHDXWLILFDWLRQ DQG VHYHUDO RWKHU FLYLF RUJDQL]DWLRQV +HU KXVEDQG D
prosperous local entrepreneur, was elected one of Pinellas County’s first commissioners, and he
served one term in the state legislature.2 Many non-natives lived in, or traveled to, a number of
places before they finally settled in St. Petersburg. Annie Ghastly, a forty-five-year-old white
woman, is a case in point. Born in Connecticut, she married, at the age of twenty-six, a
bookkeeper from Missouri. Eugene and Annie Ghastly traveled extensively during the first ten
years of their marriage. By 1900, they had a seventeen-year-old son who had been born in
Colorado, a fifteen-year-old daughter born in California, and a nine-year-old daughter born in
Georgia. Annie bore five children altogether, three of whom were living at home when the 1900
census taker came to her home in St. Petersburg.3
The mobility of the established population is no less remarkable. The social column in the
weekly newspaper was peppered with accounts of residents who vacationed out of state, often
for extended periods of time. Many were young women like Miss Mary Shellenberger who spent
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The home of Colonel and Susan Livingston, on 6th Avenue, represented the affluent lifestyle of
some of St. Petersburg’s early residents. The Colonel was a citrus farmer and realtor from
Tennessee. Susan, an Illinois native, was a homemaker and mother of six.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

five months in 1901 visiting friends in Des Moines.4 The ease with which many individuals
changed residence seems to reflect a rather comfortable economic status. A number of visiting
women came to St. Petersburg unescorted by husbands or chaperons. Mrs. S. H. Sturtevant of
Oshkosh, Wisconsin, spent the winter of 1901 with Mrs. C. M. Williams. Mrs. Sturtevant was a
writer on the staff of the Oshkosh Northwestern, and she sent numerous articles to that
newspaper extolling St. Petersburg’s fine climate, its excellent educational system and the
dedication of St. Petersburg’s women to town beautification.5 Francis Debuhl, a twentyseven-year-old Canadian woman, came to St. Petersburg in 1900 as a visitor and boarded with
Marge and Charles Davis on 5th Avenue. Neither her young child nor her husband accompanied
Mrs. Debuhl. Although local hotels catered to the majority of St. Petersburg’s visitors and winter
residents, forty-three homes afforded temporary residence to boarders such as Mrs. Debuhl.6
Boardinghouses similar to the one run by Mr. and Mrs. Davis might be expected in a growing
town. In addition, though the majority of women lived with spouses and children, there were
significant deviations from this nuclear household pattern. Emilou Rowland, thirty-six, and
Marry Fisher, forty-eight, were the married daughters of Colonel John C. Williams. The sisters
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Involvement in “state societies” allowed women to maintain ties with their native states.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

lived with their daughters in Emilou’s rented home. Neither husband was listed as an occupant of
the household at the time the census was taken. In 1900, Marry built four new residences within
the town limits. She apparently had money for her investments, suggesting that her husband lived
elsewhere and relied on his wife to make sound business deals in his absence and to check out
financial opportunity in the area.7 Eight families lived in an extended family network. Nellie
Halbert, a twenty-eight-year-old Wisconsin native lived with her husband, Curtis, on a farm they
owned located on 8th Avenue. Curtis and Nellie shared lodging with Nellie’s mother, nephew
and niece, all from Missouri.8
Married women accounted for 65 percent of women over the age of fifteen in St. Petersburg in
1900, a relatively low proportion compared to the national average of about 90 percent.9 Most of
these women had married between the ages of twenty and twenty-five. But this was not always
the case. If the census data are accurate, Althea, a native of Michigan, married her husband when
she was ten years old and he was twenty-two.10 Dizy Wishard married in 1890; her young
husband was only twelve years old on their wedding day. No record of divorce can be traced
through the census, but there were separated couples living in St. Petersburg in 1900. Hatta
Hodges, twenty-six, married when she was sixteen and bore three children. When the census was
taken, she was living with a twenty-nine-year-old single carpenter by the name of Charles Bell.
Her husband, Tyler Hodges, lived next door with their children, a nurse and his mother. Marry
Lloyd, twenty-four, found herself in a similar situation. Marry lived with Matilda and Mike
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Numerous boardinghouses provided accommodations for winter visitors and for new residents.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

Andres; her husband of six years lived one door down with their year-old son. It is interesting
that in both of these cases the children were left in their father’s care.11
Most married women bore three or fewer children, though these statistics may be deceiving.
While ninety women listed four or more children in their household, eighty-five married women
had no children at all. The latter figure seems rather high and may be explained by the fact that
some of these women had only been married a short time. Others may have been married before,
and may have only listed children from their present marriage.12 Low fertility or birth control
may also have been a factor. Sixty-one married or widowed women claimed no children born
after more than three years of marriage; of these, thirty-two had no children after twenty years of
marriage.13
There was no question of low fertility for one young couple. The St. Petersburg newspaper
boasted of triplets WZRER\VDQGDJLUO ERUQWR0UDQG0UV-RVHSK6WUDXVVLQ2FWREHU
Good-naturedly calling the births an “epidemic,” the St. Petersburg Times noted that, “Joe
always was a record breaker at everything he went at.”14 Not all women would have been
financially or emotionally equipped to care for such a triple blessing. Mr. and Mrs. E. J. Branch,
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who had no children of their own, found an abandoned newborn on their doorstep late one night.
They kept the child, but sadly, it died only one week later.15
Generally, married women did not work outside the home. Only five married women listed an
occupation in the 1900 census. These figures do not give an accurate picture, however, of many
women’s contribution to their family’s income. It is known that forty-three women had boarders
in their home, and one can safely assume that the bulk of cleaning and cooking for these tenants
was chiefly the wife’s responsibility.16 In addition, there were women who helped their husbands
in a family-owned business or in managing a farm. For eleven years, Catora Holshouser
co-managed Holshouser’s Drugstore with her husband William. William’s brother and a young
drug clerk from Missouri also boarded in the Holshouser’s 6th Avenue home.17 Most husbands
were employed as small shopkeepers and merchants or in some aspect of the construction
business, and it seems that they were prosperous enough to support their wives.
Many widows and single women did work to support themselves. There are several striking
cases of widowed women who conducted all forms of financial transactions. A
forty-nine-year-old widowed mother of three, Belle T. Miller, lived in her sister Edith’s home.
Edith was married, but no mention was made of a husband living in her residence. Both women
did have their sons living with them. Late in 1901, Mrs. Miller purchased Ted Welton’s
residence on 8th Street. In the same period of time, she also bought forty acres of land just
northwest of St. Petersburg from the U. S. Improvement Company. Immediately after this last
purchase, Mrs. Miller sold ten acres to her son, Max Miller. The newspaper reported that
buildings would be erected on all three parcels of land.18 Mary Finney, a widowed woman of
German descent, supplemented her income with rental money from her propertieV DWZR-story
house on 5th Avenue and two five-room cottages on 3rd Street.19 Single women, too, purchased
property in their own name. Miss Ellen Davis had a home built in 1901. She lived with her sister
Corinetta and her eighty-year-old father, John.20
To finance such purchases and to bide time before marriage, single women worked as teachers,
dressmakers, cooks and domestics. Miss Lillian Thomas was an ambitious young career woman.
In September, 1901, Miss Thomas moved to St. Petersburg from Bartow with her mother and
family. At that time, she was a sales representative for the Atlanta Journal, and she traveled all
over the state securing subscriptions. Three months later, the St. Petersburg Times announced
that Miss Thomas had moved to Charleston and that she was doing public relations work there
for the Southern Interstate and West Indies Exposition.21 The two female physicians in St.
Petersburg were also single women. Marry Davis, one of the physicians, was a
fifty-eight-year-old Pennsylvania native who also took boarders into her home on 5th Avenue. In
1900, she had two female and two male tenants RQHRIZKRPZDV3RVWPDVWHU5R\+DQQD7KH
other physician was a thirty-year-old Swedish immigrant by the name of Alvilda Armeson, who
lived with forty-year-old Florence Goldie, an artist from New York. They lived on the outskirts
of town on Miss Goldie's farm, along with a forty-year-old black male servant.22
Five single women and one married woman were employed as teachers in 1900, making
teaching the most popular vocation among St. Petersburg women. Most frequently women
worked while single and retired after marriage, but Miss Maud Chase was an exception. She
began her teaching career in 1895 when she was appointed assistant to the principal in the first
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Three generations of the John Chase family. Beulah and Lena owned and operated B&L
Enterprises while Maude became a prominent educator in Pinellas County. (Left to right, back
row) Lena Chase, Bernette Chase Kemp, Carl Kemp, Beulah Chase, Baby Dean, Grant Aiken.
(Left to right, front row) Mrs. John Chase, Carol, Burnette Beatty, Carlisle Aiken, John Frank
Chase, Merrill, Maude Chase Aiken.
Photograph courtesy of the St. Petersburg Historical Museum

graded school. She quit teaching from 1897-1898, and married Grant Aiken in 1899. The following year she returned to teaching. Also in 1900, Grant, a postal clerk, served on the town council
as clerk and collector. In 1920, Maud Aiken became owner and principal of the Aiken Open-air
School. Mrs. Aiken came from a family of ambitious young women. Her sisters, Beulah and
Lena Chase, were employed in the millinery and remnant business for a number of years before
they became partners in B & L Chase Enterprise. Eventually, the business emerged as the
Willson-Chase Company and became a very successful local department store.23
Each year a state-supported summer school was held for the advanced training of teachers.
During 1901, the summer “Normal” was held in St. Petersburg. The school was in session from
June to August and attracted educators from all over the state of Florida.24 The St. Petersburg
Summer Normal marked “the first time in the educational history of the state [that] a course in
manual training [was] offered in a completely equipped modern up to date manual training
school.”25 Classes were held in the school C. E. Tomlinson had built on a lot adjacent to the
graded school. There, relatively new courses in military science, physical education, industrial
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Students in St. Petersburg’s “domestic science and manual training” program (c. 1902).
Photograph courtesy of the Pinellas County Historical Museum.

arts and domestic science were taught to young men and women during the regular school term.
During the summer Normal, instructors were versed in methods of teaching the new curriculum.
Also during 1901, the state legislature appropriated funds for a two-year teachers training school
to be established in St. Petersburg. Classes were held in the public high school, and the combined
venture was known as the St. Petersburg Normal and Industrial School. A generous resident
donated funds which paid for a young women’s dormitory that was set up in the Park Hotel. Miss
Annie Allen was selected as the matron of the hall.26
Miss Rowena Longmire, a resident of Bartow, taught methods in reading, grammar, history
and drawing at the summer Normal. Long admired as one of the leading teachers in the state,
Miss Longmire was scheduled to complete postgraduate work in Nashville in 1902.27
Qualifications for teaching were cloaked in maternal rhetoric at the turn of the century. A student
of Miss Longmire’s extolled her motherly virtues in a letter to the St. Petersburg Times. “All
teachers can not possess her intellect and loveliness, but all may cultivate her gentleness and
sweetness and sincerity KHUSHUIHFWZRPDQOLQHVV´WKHVWXGHQWUHPDUNHG³/HWXVUHPHPEHUWKDW
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As this depiction of Princess Victoria and her governess implies, teachers were imbued with the
responsibilities of educating and shaping the characters of their young charges, thus helping to
influence “the destiny of nations.”
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

the mother holds the key of the soul, and it is she who stamps the coin of character and that next
to mothers, teachers influence the destiny of nations.”28 Training at the state Normal prepared
women for local teaching positions. Miss Susie Bozeman, for example, was put in charge of
twenty students at the new Lellman Station School less than one month after she attended the
summer Normal.
The summer Normal was segregated; fifty-four teachers enrolled in the white Normal and
twenty enrolled in the colored Normal.29 But the advent of Jim Crow in St. Petersburg was a
relatively new development. One early resident recalled that black and white children had
attended school together in the 1890s and that no one thought twice about the arrangement.30
Local historians do not mention the existence of a separate school for black children before the
year 1914, when the Glenoak School was built. But in September, 1901, the St. Petersburg Times
reported that Colored High Graded School No. 10 opened with an initial enrollment of
seventy-eight pupils. It seems that as the town settled and the population grew, segregation
became a more important issue to town residents.31
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In 1900, blacks and whites still lived in close proximity to one another. One racially mixed
couple, Maggie and John Dekli, lived on the outskirts of town. Their neighbors included
immigrant families, sailors and single black men. Maggie was a twenty-three-year-old black
woman from North Carolina. Her husband John, also from North Carolina, was a
twenty-six-year-old white laborer. The young couple had no children after six years of marriage.
Another interracial household was that of Emma Sanders, a widowed white woman who ran a
boardLQJKRXVH6KHOLYHGWKHUHZLWKKHUGDXJKWHUDQGIRXUEODFNERDUGHUV DKXVEDQGDQGZLIH
and two young men employed as laborers. Interestingly, the two single men, Berrell and Sam
Sanders, bore Emma’s last name. It could be that Emma was the widow of a black man, and the
two men were his relatives.32
The marriage and living patterns of black married women reflected the established pattern of
other married women in St. Petersburg. Generally, the women and their husbands listed the
South as their birthplace. Most women lived in nuclear families, married between the ages of
twenty and twenty-five, and bore three or fewer children. Again, the majority of black women
did not work outside the home. Those that did work were employed as domestics, although a
woman from Georgia listed her occupation as “fisherman.” Deviations from the general pattern
among whites are seen mostly in husbands’ occupations and in the literacy rates of women. Most
black men were employed as laborers, rather than as small businessmen and merchants. And
more black women than white women were listed as illiterate.33 Most black women could read,
but many could not write. The St. Petersburg Times reported little on black life or on the
participation of black women in civic and social affairs, but it is probable that black women had
influence within the black community itself.
Foreign-born white women were allotted a much wider role in shaping the community at large.
Most of these women also lived in nuclear families, married in their mid-twenties, had three or
fewer children and listed no occupation other than that of housewife. These women came mostly
from Canada, England or Western Europe, and their husbands were usually of American or
English descent. Often, husbands were naturalized while their wives were not. When piecing
together census data, it appears that some foreign-born men came to the United States and then
returned home to marry. Frederick Ramm came to the United States in 1869. In 1878, he seems
to have returned to Germany where he married Ida Ramm. All three Ramm children were born in
Germany; Ida and the children did not join Frederick in the United States until 1892.34
Women from Canada and England were most easily integrated into the civic life of St.
Petersburg. One such woman, Sarah Armistead, eventually married a mayor of St. Petersburg.
Sarah was born and educated in Canada. As a young woman of fifteen, she married John Judge
in 1862. Fourteen years later, she found herself the widowed mother of two young boys. At the
age of thirty-five, she married John C. Williams, thirty years her senior. They moved to St.
Petersburg from Detroit in 1887. Sarah Williams was apparently a shrewd business woman,
since she and Henry Sweetapple, treasurer of the railroad, were instrumental in bringing the
Orange Belt Railway to St. Petersburg. It was this important link that brought settlers to St.
Petersburg, fostered business development and insured the growth of the town from a frontier
outpost to an emerging city. After Williams’ death in 1892, Sarah married Captain James
Armistead of Virginia, who was himself a widower. It was her third husband, Captain Armistead,
who was mayor of St. Petersburg in 1900. Sarah was very active in civic and community affairs.
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The home of Sarah and James Armistead. James was mayor of St. Petersburg in 1900, while
Sarah was active in numerous civic and church organizations.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

She and her husband opened Armistead’s Opera House, which became the center of local cultural
activity in the early 1900s. She helped to establish the local Congregational Church, and she was
an active member of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, the Woman’s Town
Improvement Association and the Order of the Eastern Star. When Sarah Armistead died in
1917, her body was returned to Detroit, and she was buried next to her second husband, Colonel
John C. Williams.35
Many women in St. Petersburg were as involved in civic and church affairs as Sarah
Armistead. There were eight Protestant churches in St. Petersburg in 1901, and most had active
women’s organizations. Four churches had Ladies’ Aid Societies or Women’s Guilds. Members
of these churches helped raise money for the support of their churches. Ladies at the
Congregational and Methodist-Episcopal churches held ice cream suppers and candy pulls, and
they sold handmade items at Christmas bazaars. The Ladies’ Aid Society of the First
Presbyterian Church held similar fundraising events, and in 1899 these women donated $300
towards the purchase of a lot for a new church at 3rd Street and 4th Avenue. The Ladies’ Guild
of St. Peter’s Episcopal Church actively sponsored a number of dime, ice cream and pink socials
in 1901. Mrs. Jacob Baum, a Canadian native, was a member of St. Peter’s Church. Her husband
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donated the land for the first Episcopal church built within town limits. After her husband’s
death in 1894, Mrs. Baum built and managed a twenty-two room boarding house where she
accommodated winter visitors. She was treasurer and secretary of the Park Improvement
Association for many years. The Baum’s daughter, Grace, had the distinction of being the first
baby born within the town limits.36
The Congregational and Presbyterian churches shared facilities until 1903. The arrangement
satisfied both groups: the Congregationalists needed a pastor, and the Presbyterians needed a
building in which to hold services. While they shared quarters, the Presbyterian and
Congregational women held joint meetings of their Women’s Home Missionary Society. The
organization raised money for home and foreign missions and for Christian social service
projects within St. Petersburg. The Christian Endeavor Society of the Congregational Church
provided religious training for the young men and women of the church. In September, 1901,
members of the Christian Endeavor Society met for charades at the home of Mr. and Mrs. A.
Norwood.37 Interestingly, in 1924, Karl Grismer claimed that the Norwoods were members of
the Christian Science Church.38
The Christian Science Society came to St. Petersburg in 1900, the same year as the first Church
of Christ, Scientist was chartered locally.39 Caroline Raynard, a sixty-six-year-old widowed
woman from New York, listed her occupation in the 1900 Census as “Christian Scientist.” She
was probably the church’s sole practitioner-teacher, and she may have come from the North to
establish the church in St. Petersburg.40
The Congregational, Methodist-Episcopal, Baptist and Episcopal churches each had a female
delegate serving as a vice president of the local Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU).
At the turn of the century, the national WCTU was a politically active instrument for social
reform. By 1900, the organization had extended its original temperance goals and expressed
concern over such timely issues as drug abuse, prison reform and the growing need for young
women to educate themselves. It can not be determined from available sources if the WCTU had
a chapter in St. Petersburg before 1900, but by 1901 the organization met regularly and had a
weekly column in the St. Petersburg Times.41
St. Petersburg had the perfect political climate for such an organization to take root and
flourish. In the first town election in 1892, Anti-Saloon party members defeated Open-Saloon
members by a vote of more than two to one. Although they had no voting power at the time,
housewives and mothers probably wielded great influence in prompting their husbands and sons
to cast votes against the Open-Saloon League.42 The WCTU held regular meetings on the second
and fourth Mondays of each month. Meetings were most often held at the home of a Mrs. Gough.
Women of all ages were welcome, although it is unclear whether or not black women could be
members. Mothers no doubt influenced daughters’ reformist aspirations. Mrs. Nora May was
president of the local WCTU in 1901; that same year her daughter Pearl was involved with the
Loyal Temperance Legion. Women met bi-monthly to discuss such topics as purity in art and
literature, curfews for teenagers, and the dangers of alcohol and drug abuse. Occasional rallies
and flower missions were held by the women at local churches.43
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Local women enjoying St. Petersburg’s mild climate.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

The weekly WCTU column in the St. Petersburg Times preceded each article with the quote,
“To cure is the voice of the past; to prevent the divine whisper of today.”44 Women were
reminded that the ideal mother should combine virtue, stoicism, and endurance with gentility and
intelligence to produce a generation of children that would grow up to become upstanding and
responsible citizens in the community.45 Local women contributed regularly to the WCTU
column. One such social housekeeper, Miss Bellona Havens, had been a matron at Kansas State
Prison before she moved to St. Petersburg. She enlightened local readers with stories of her
experiences as a prison matron, and defended the right of young offenders to a fair trial and the
“protection of mother love.”46
The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union was not only concerned with the eradication of all
forms of social-ills; it was also an active feminist organization whose members banded together
as much for sisterhood and social companionship as for other moral reasons. In August, 1901,
the editor of the weekly WCTU column transferred the blame for original sin from Eve to Adam
and added that women were “sick to death of the disposition to always lay a man’s mishaps at
the door of the female sex.”47 This was a rather radical statement, given the influence of the
numerous local churches.
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The Loyal Temperance Legion (LTL) was a youthful affiliate of the St. Petersburg Woman’s
Christian Temperance Union. Regular activities held at the Congregational Church centered
around moral essays and readings given by the young men and women who comprised the club’s
membership. They also co-sponsored the flower missions and public rallies given by the WCTU
at the Congregational Church. Contributions in 1901 included a donation for ice for the public
drinking fountain in the city park, funded by a community social given by the LTL that July.48
In June of 1901, the WCTU and the LTL pooled their time and energy and jointly arranged for
the opening of a reading room over Arthur Norwood’s Clothing and Dry Goods store. The
reading room was “well equipped with books, magazines and all kinds of parlor games.”49 The
women hoped to draw young people off the streets at night and improve their minds at the same
time. Mrs. J. McPherson, whose family established the area’s first newspaper, the Seabreeze,
was instrumental in the organization of the reading room. Unfortunately, patronage waned after
only a few months, and the project was scrapped. In 1905, interest in a reading room was
rekindled, and a library was established in the schoolhouse under the auspices of the St.
Petersburg Reading Room and Library Association.50 Miss Maud Edwards served as vice
president of the LTL in 1901, until her death later that year of unknown causes at the age of
fourteen. Ironically, five years before Maud was born, her family had moved to Florida from
New England because of her mother's poor health. The move was more propitious for Maud’s
father, George Edwards, who was elected Mayor in 1903.51
Through membership in such organizations as the WCTU, the LTL and the Woman’s Town
Improvement Association (WTIA), women were afforded temporary respite from the monotony
of daily housework and given an opportunity to make a real difference in their community. The
WTIA was perhaps the most industrious of the young town’s civic organizations. It was an
outgrowth of the earlier Park Improvement Association, whose members were largely responsible for beautification efforts in what is now Williams Park. The Park Association was
responsible for the erection of wooden sidewalks and a bandshell in the city park, as well as for
the fence that kept hogs and cows from wandering through and grazing in the park.
When the WTIA was founded in May, 1901, its twenty-eight members, some of whom were
only winter residents, broadened their goals from park to citywide improvements, in an effort to
“civilize” the often “primitive conditions” found in early St. Petersburg. Bi-monthly meetings
were most commonly held at the Detroit Hotel. Less frequently, members met at the home of
Mrs. A. P. Weller, the organization’s first president, or at the public school’s Normal Hall.52 A
native of New Jersey, Mrs. Weller had moved to St. Petersburg with her husband and children in
1897. Her husband, Albert, managed the St. Petersburg electric light plant owned by Jacob
Disston and Albert’s cousin, F. A. Davis. Mr. and Mrs. Weller were both active in civic affairs;
Mr. Weller served on both the town council and the school board in 1901. In 1907, the Wellers’
daughter Ida married Horace Williams, grandson of Colonel John C. Williams, one of St.
Petersburg’s founding fathers.53
Mrs. Weller was a driving force in the fledgling organization. She organized meetings, sold
tickets for various fund raising events and pulled together the loose ends for much of the work
done in the city park. Within the WTIA, a Park Commission was established to oversee
development plans for that land parcel. In August, 1901, the women approved plans for
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Before the erection of fences, animals roamed local beaches.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

preserving the existing pine and oak trees in the park, and they supported recommendations for
furnishing new settees.54 Two months later, members agreed to “have the diagonal walks in the
city park surveyed and curbed; also the walk to the bandstand and also the circular walk for the
some-time fountain in the middle of the park. It was decided to have the ground prepared for the
St. Luce grass and the grass planted.”55 At subsequent meetings, members discussed painting the
park benches, the cost of laying water pipes and ideas for paving the park sidewalks with oyster
shells.56
The WTIA sponsored “Arbor Day in the Park” in November, 1901. Town residents were asked
to donate trees and shrubbery to be planted in the park. A generous local man, who preferred
anonymity, donated 5,000 rosebushes to the park project. The women had only to pay for the
packing and transportation of the bushes. Although the WTIA members gladly accepted all
donations and offers of help, the women had to rely on more than generosity to fund some of
their more ambitious projects, and so they devised a number of money-making ventures that first
year. On July 4, 1901, the WTIA held an ice cream and cake social for town residents in the
storeroom which Mr. F. A. Woods had lent them for the occasion. The following month, the
women planned a day-long steamboat excursion open to the public for fifty cents, and residents
were enthusiastic in showing support for the activity. Miss A. A. Michael, a local school teacher
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A band concert in Williams Park. The band shell and fountain were purchased with funds
raised by members of the Women’s Town Improvement Association.
Photograph courtesy of the St. Petersburg Historical Museum.

and secretary of the WTIA, made the arrangements for the outing. In addition, Miss Michael was
a stockholder in the Mid-Winter Fair Association.57
Perhaps the most profitable and well-attended undertaking of the year was the WTIA
sponsored Alkarhest Lyceum Course. The idea for the entertainment/lecture series was first
raised in September, 1901, and by October 5, the lecture schedule had been approved and one
hundred and two individuals had purchased season tickets. Community support for the program
was never a problem for the ladies; the major difficulty in getting the series off the ground
seemed to involve transportation problems in getting speakers to this rather isolated town. The
eight program series was scheduled to open on October 12 with Ralph Bingham, billed as “a
personater, musician and humorist of high repute.”58 Due to a mixup in railroad schedules,
Bingham found it necessary to cancel his St. Petersburg engagement. John Clarke was secured to
replace him as the opening speaker on October 23 with a lecture on travel in London. Once
again, opening night was pushed back as Clarke had overbooked himself The following
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Town gatherings offered members of the community an opportunity to socialize with family and
friends.
Photograph courtesy of the St. Petersburg Historical Museum.

Thursday night a sizeable audience showed up at Armistead’s Opera House, but tempers flared
when the speaker never appeared.59 “Abominable train service” was to blame.60 Clarke finally
arrived on Saturday evening and entertained an enormous and receptive audience; many people
who had hoped to buy tickets at the door had to be turned away. Other entertainers who played to
receptive St. Petersburg audiences that year were the southern ballad singer, Sara McDonald
Sheridan, the “Quaker Quartet,” and the Parker Concert Company of New York.61
In August, 1901, the St. Petersburg Times sponsored the “Popular Lady’s Prize Contest,” a
promotional ploy designed to encourage subscriptions to the weekly newspaper. Every
newspaper sold between August 1, 1901, and the deadline date of February 5, 1902, contained a
blank coupon which the purchaser filled out with the lady’s name of his choice. To encourage
advance subscription, the Times additionally offered an automatic “200 votes for every year’s
subscription paid in advance.”62 Although both married and single women were encouraged to
enter the competition, young, single women in town vied from the onset for the chance to win an
all expense paid trip to either New York or New Orleans. Ten days after the contest officially
opened the leading contender, Miss Donna Heard, had already solicited 553 votes.63
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Misses Donna Heard, Allie Goodwin and Pearl May. No other biographical information could be
found concerning Donna Heard, but Allie Goodwin and Pearl May were two very spirited and
enterprising young women. According to one report, Miss Goodwin was the proprietor of a local
millinery shop; the business was adjacent to her father’s boot and shoe repair shop.64 Pearl May
figured prominently among the young people in St. Petersburg; her name was mentioned
repeatedly in the “Week’s Happenings” social column of the newspaper. Pearl’s mother, Mrs.
Nora May, was the president of the local Woman’s Christian Temperance Union in 1901, and
Pearl was quite active in the Loyal Temperance Legion that year. The headlines of the February
8,1902, St. Petersburg Times proclaimed Miss May the first-place winner of the New York City
trip. Allie Goodwin came in second and found herself headed for the 1902 Mardi Gras
celebration in New Orleans. The race was a close one, and the judges ran into problems when
they counted the votes and discovered that 18,000 coupons had been submitted void of any
contestant’s name. To show fairness and appreciation of the young women’s hard work, the
management of the Times arranged a third trip for Miss Heard, the exact details of which were
not immediately disclosed.65
It is not surprising that there was such fierce competition among young women in the Popular
Lady’s Prize Contest. Travel was, after all, a favorite pastime of local residents. Other forms of
recreation included trolley rides through fruit groves and weekend boat trips to Pass-a-Grille.
There were always church socials and fundraisers, and the lectures that were sponsored by the
Woman’s Town Improvement Association. Parties and Easter egg hunts were held in Williams
Park, where residents also went to hear music in the bandshell provided by the women of the
town. State societies held receptions at Mrs. Cole’s hotel during “season,” and in the summer
Brantley’s Bathing Pavilion was a welcome retreat from the blazing Florida heat. Young single
women hosted numerous parties, and weddings were always cause for celebration. On Christmas
(YH  0U DQG 0UV *HRUJH 0HDUHV PDUULHG RII WZR GDXJKWHUV $QQD /RXLVD DQG (OOHQ
Melvenia. Over one hundred friends and relatives attended the double wedding. When the
weather was nice, many activities were held outside. In July, 1901, a group of young people went
for a moonlight sail, unchaperoned, and they did not make it back to the mainland until morning.
Apparently their boat lodged itself on a sandbar while the tide was low, and they were left with
no option but to swim and dance until the tide (and the sun) came up.66
Dances were held frequently, and they were normally viewed as an accepted way of meeting
with members of the opposite sex. Young women seemed anxious for the opportunity to
socialize in this manner, but the young men could not always be counted on to cooperate. Indeed,
the description of one dance given by the Band Boys revealed a number of problems.
The dance given by the band in the Fair building last Thursday night was not a big success.
Ladies were present, but the chivalry was conspicuously lacking. . . . Proper music has not
been provided, no floor managers, no callers, no dancers to call. Thursday night even the floor
was not waxed, but covered with sand, rosin and cornmeal or some such substance and in a
few minutes the ladies’ dresses were sadly soiled and bedraggled, while the grinding sound of
the feet of a few couples would almost drown the music, and set everyone's teeth on edge.67
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Access to Tampa Bay and the Gulf of Mexico made boating a popular recreation at the turn of
the century.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

At the turn of the century, St. Petersburg was still rough around the edges, but town women were
enterprising in their efforts to establish a more cultured and enlightened community. These
women dispelled the Victorian stereotype of housewifes who were publicly and economically
impotent. While proving themselves to be efficient household managers, many women also
contributed to family income, allowing their families to attain a comfortable middle-class
OLIHVW\OH7KHNHHQEXVLQHVVVHQVHRIRWKHUZRPHQ PDUULHGZLGRZHGDQGVLQJOH VHUYHVDVD
direct contrast to the Victorian ideal of unambitious women living in sheltered innocence from
worldly affairs. Local women’s organizations promoted active participation in civic and church
affairs, and their efforts brought a measure of culture, political reform and social activity to St.
Petersburg in 1900. Without the power of the vote, these women worked to transform their
rugged environment into a comfortable, affluent community where their children could prosper
and continue to promote the middle-class traditions of their parents.
While newspapers of the day lauded the public accomplishments of these mostly white,
middle-class women, census data reveal the varied and intimate details of life for the women of
all classes who never made the headlines. These divergent sources come together as oils on the
canvas to paint a picture of women at the turn of the century that is more than a portrait. It
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Picnics at the beach provided entertainment for early St. Petersburg residents.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

reveals a vibrant landscape of life filled with all the contrast and contradictions that any realistic
interpretation must embody. It includes women fulfilling the Victorian ideal of home and
motherhood, but it also encompasses women establishing independent economic prerogatives,
reaching out in civic and church affairs and asserting a new-found political voice in pursuit of
reformist ideals. It is individual women meeting, mixing and ultimately tinting each other to
form the bold new colors of the twentieth-century woman.
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